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1
PRINTED CIRCUIT BOARD
ELECTRORHEOLOGICAL FLUID VALVE

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to electrorheological fluid valves.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

For hydraulic control mechanisms, electrorheological
fluid valves have been developed. A typical electrorheologi-
cal fluid valve includes two spaced electrodes forming a
fluid channel. An electric potential between the electrodes
causes an electric field in the flow channel increasing the
viscosity of the electrorheological fluid valve therein.

The uniformity and repeatability of the electrode gap is
important. For robotic applications, small size, inexpensive
valves are needed. In U.S. Pat. No. 5,099,884, incorporated
herein by this reference, “channel plates™ alternate with
printed circuit board “electrode plates” clamped together
using tie rods.

Yoshida et al. “Fabrication of Microelectrode-Rheologi-
cal Valves (ER valves) by Micromachining and Experi-
ments”, Sensor and Actuators A 95 (2002) 227-233, also
incorporated herein by this reference, proposes a “microv-
alve” fabricated by micromachining techniques.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A new electrorheological fluid valve is manufactured
using printed circuit board assembly techniques resulting in
a small, printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
with multiple flow channels therethrough and also electrical
interconnects so the electrodes of the valve can be controlled
by circuits of and electronic components mounted to the
printed circuit board itself.

The result is an electrorheological fluid valve which is
inexpensive to produce in quantity, which can utilize printed
circuit board design software, which exhibits excellent uni-
formity in a bonded laminate structure which holds high
pressure without fasteners or clamps and without leaking. A
further beneficial result is an electrorheological fluid valve
which has a low volume and weight and which may have
integrated internal wiring.

Featured in one embodiment is a printed circuit board
electrorheological fluid valve comprising spaced, bonded,
epoxy printed circuit board laminates defining flow channels
therebetween. Electrodes are formed on the laminates on
opposite surfaces of the flow channel. Surface pads are on a
laminate and electrically connected to the electrodes for
applying a voltage thereto controlling the flow of elec-
trorheological fluid in the flow channels.

In one design, there are vias electrically connecting select
electrodes and a pad electrically connected to each via.
Advantageously, the valve may further include one or more
laminates with conductive traces and/or one or more elec-
tronic components. One or more laminates may even include
multiple electrodes, e.g., multiple individually addressable
electrodes.

In some versions, the flow channels extend from one edge
of the printed circuit board to another portion of the printed
circuit board. There can even be a port in a face of the
printed circuit board fluidly connected to one or more of the
flow channels and/or one or more edge ports fluidly con-
nected to one or more flow channels. The flow channels may
change direction laterally and/or vertically within the printed
circuit board.
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In one version, there is a top laminate and a bottom
laminate and a plurality of internal spaced electrode lami-
nates therebetween. There are spacer layer laminates
between the internal electrode laminates.

In some designs, heat fins are included for removing heat
from the flow channels. One or more mechanical features
can also be fowled on the printed circuit board valve.

Also featured is a method of manufacturing a printed
circuit board electrorheological fluid valve comprising
assembling a layup including a plurality of laminates defin-
ing a plurality of electrodes and spacer layers forming flow
channels, consolidating the layup using heat and pressure to
bond the laminates together, and singulating individual
printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valves from the
consolidated layup. The method may further include form-
ing vias connected to the electrodes and/or machining the
consolidated layup to form one or more ports fluidly con-
nected to the flow channels.

One method includes bonding spaced printed circuit
board laminates with electrodes thereon to form a plurality
of electrorheological flow channels forming surface pads
and electrically connecting the surface pads to select elec-
trodes. Bonding the spaced printed circuit board laminates
preferably includes assembling a layup including a plurality
of laminates defining a plurality of electrodes and spacer
layers forming flow channels between the electrodes and
consolidating the layup using heat and pressure to bond the
laminates together. Electrically connecting the surface pads
to select electrodes preferably includes forming vias inter-
connecting select surface pads and select electrodes.

The subject invention, however, in other embodiments,
need not achieve all these objectives and the claims hereof
should not be limited to structures or methods capable of
achieving these objectives.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS

Other objects, features and advantages will occur to those
skilled in the art from the following description of a pre-
ferred embodiment and the accompanying drawings, in
which:

FIG. 1 is a schematic three dimensional front view
showing an example of a printed circuit board electrorheo-
logical fluid valve in accordance with the invention;

FIG. 2 is a schematic three dimensional partially cutaway
view of the valve of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a schematic three dimensional front view
showing another example of a printed circuit board elec-
trorheological fluid valve in accordance with the invention;

FIG. 4 is a schematic cross sectional view showing
another configuration for a printed circuit board electrorheo-
logical fluid valve in accordance with examples of the
invention;

FIG. 5 is a cross sectional view showing still another
example of an architecture for a printed circuit board elec-
trorheological fluid valve in accordance with examples of
the invention;

FIG. 6 is a schematic cross sectional view of a portion of
a printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve with
heat transfer fins;

FIG. 7A-7P are schematic views showing an example of
a method of manufacturing a printed circuit board elec-
trorheological fluid valve in accordance with the invention;
and
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FIG. 8 is a flow chart depicting the primary steps asso-
ciated with a fabrication process in accordance with the
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Aside from the preferred embodiment or embodiments
disclosed below, this invention is capable of other embodi-
ments and of being practiced or being carried out in various
ways. Thus, it is to be understood that the invention is not
limited in its application to the details of construction and
the arrangements of components set forth in the following
description or illustrated in the drawings. If only one
embodiment is described herein, the claims hereof are not to
be limited to that embodiment. Moreover, the claims hereof
are not to be read restrictively unless there is clear and
convincing evidence manifesting a certain exclusion, restric-
tion, or disclaimer.

FIGS. 1-2 show an example of printed circuit board
electrorheological fluid valve 10. Epoxy based printed cir-
cuit board laminates 12a-12¢ are spaced from each other and
thus define flow channels 14a, 145, 14¢, and 14d. Bottom
laminate 12a has a top surface electrode 16a and top
laminate 12e has a bottom surface electrode 165. Laminates
12b, 12¢, and 12d each have both top and bottom surface
electrodes (16e-16/) as shown and thus each flow channel
includes opposite surface spaced electrodes. Between elec-
trode laminates 12 are spacer layer laminates 18a, 185, 18c¢,
and 184 in the layup which, before consolidation, preferably
include B stage and/or C stage FR4 material. Laminates
12¢-12e, in contrast, are typically C stage FR4 material with
electrodes already formed thereon. Each electrode laminate
may include multiple electrodes in some examples. In one
example, the spacer laminates include a 0.005" thick C stage
filler layer sandwiched between 0.0025" thick B stage/
prepreg layers.

In FIGS. 1-2, two fluid ports are shown, ports 20a and 205
which fluidly communicate with the internal flow channels.
The other port is at the rear of the structure. Fittings can thus
be coupled to the ports. The ports can be formed using
preconfigured laminates defining one or more ports and/or
by post consolidation machining processes. Also, surface
pads 22a, 225, and 22c¢ are electrically connected to select
electrodes through vias such as plated via 24, FIG. 2 which
is physically and thus electrically connected to electrodes
164, 16¢, 16/, and 16a which may be “ground” electrodes.
Another via is connected to pad 22¢ and the opposing
electrodes 16¢, 16d, 16g, and 16/ of each flow channel and
thus a voltage applied across pads 22a and 22¢ controls the
flow of electrorheological fluid in the flow channels 14a,
145, and 14¢, and 14d. By adding additional pads, vias,
and/or other interconnects, the flow in individual channels
can be controlled.

In FIG. 1, the flow through each of the two valve sections
can be controlled and/or any one valve sections can be
“closed” while the other can be “open”. In this particular
design, the valve is formed as a half bridge in order to drive
a one-sided hydraulic actuator but full bridge or multiple full
or half bridge designs are possible to drive multiple actua-
tors. In a more simple design, there is simply one inlet and
one outlet formed with or without a port.

FIG. 3 shows printed circuit board 10' now with edge port
20 in fluid communication with internal flow channels
14a-14i. Also, top laminate 12 includes conductive traces
thereon and/or therein and bond pads, lands, and the like for
electronic circuit control chips 30a and 305 physically
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secured to printed circuit board 10' and electrically con-
nected to its circuitry via, for example, soldered pins as
shown at 32. In this way, the electronic circuitry for the
valve is on or in a component of a printed circuit board
which also functions as the valve itself.

The result in one preferred embodiment is the ability to
produce numerous valves in quantity using printed circuit
board design software. Uniformity is excellent and the
bonded laminate structure holds high pressure without any
leakage and without the need for fasteners or clamping and
the like. The valve can be made to have a low volume and
weight since the flow channels comprises the majority of the
valve volume. The printed circuit board can have integrated
internal wiring, discrete electronics can be added into or on
to the structure and very small feature/package sizes are
possible.

Because printed circuit board manufacturing techniques
are employed, multiple valves are fabricated at once and
numerous features, structures, and/or configurations are pos-
sible. For example, in FIG. 4, electrodes 164, 165, 16¢, and
16d are individually addressable via plated vias 24a, 245,
24c, and 24d, respectively. Thus, the flow in the flow
channel 14a can be regulated independently of the flow in
channel 145.

FIG. 5 shows flow channel 14 which changes directions
vertically. Flow channels which internally change direction
laterally are also possible. FIG. 5 also shows drilled and
threaded port 20 fluidly connected to channel 14 for
mechanical threaded nozzle fitting 32. In a similar manner,
the laminate structure can be formed with various mechani-
cal features for connecting fluid ports, with anchoring
devices for snapping the valve onto other components, for
kinematically locating the valve, and the like.

FIG. 6 shows edge heat dissipation fins 34a and 345 for
flow channels 14a and 145, respectively. The space between
fins forms an airflow channel 40 between two spaced
electrodes 164, 165 which conduct heat out of the fluid in the
fluid flow channels 14a, 145 to dissipate in the air. Thus, a
number of features and configurations are possible.

FIGS. 7A-7P depict various steps associated with manu-
facturing an electrorheological fluid valve in accordance
with examples of the invention. FIG. 7A shows a beginning
of the layup process with electrode laminate 12a including
a number of formed top surface electrodes 164" in an array.
Electrodes on a laminate can be formed using subtractive
processes and the electrode laminates can be procured from
circuit board manufactures, assemblers, and the like. Here,
each electrode 164" includes cutout portion 50 configured for
the formation of a later formed top port explained below.
FIG. 7B shows spacer laminate 184" (for example, a B stage
or prepreg laminate material) and FIG. 7C shows spacer
laminate 18a' disposed on top of bottom electrode laminate
12a?. FIG. 7D shows another electrode laminate 125" and its
array of electrodes 164' each including a circular pad 52
configured for the formation of a later formed via explained
below and FIG. 7E shows electrode laminate 125' now
located on spacer laminate 18a' while FIG. 7F shows another
spacer laminate added at 186" and FIG. 7G shows another
electrode laminate 12¢' now added to the layup. This process
continues as shown in FIG. 7H-7J and it is understood that
electrode laminates 124', 12¢', and 124" have electrodes on
their top and bottom surfaces although only the top surface
electrodes are shown in the figures. In FIG. 7K, the top
electrode laminate is applied to the layup and it includes an
array of bottom surface electrodes as discussed previously.
On the top surface of top electrode laminate 12¢', solder pads
22a', 224" and the like are formed electrically connected to



US 9,441,753 B2

5

a circular pad for a future formed via as shown. Robotic
handlers and the like can be used to form the layup.

In FIG. 7L, the layup has now been consolidated using
heat and pressure in accordance with printed circuit board
fabrication processes and in FIG. 7M the vias, as necessary,
are drilled and plated as shown at 24'. In this stage, all
internal electrodes are protected (not exposed) to the plating
chemical bath. In FIG. 7N, ports are routed or otherwise
machined (e.g., a controlled depth drill and/or rout). as
shown at 20 and in FIG. 70 the individual printed circuit
board electrorheological fluid valves 10" are singulated
which exposes the flow channels as shown on the front (and
rear) of the valve. It is to be understood that in a traditional
printed circuit board manufacturing run, hundreds or more
valves would be created at the same time as opposed to the
four shown for simplicity sake in FIG. 7. FIG. 7P shows a
partially cutaway version for one valve showing plated via
24 and the interconnections it makes with alternating flow
channel electrodes.

Thus, in accordance with one method associated with a
preferred embodiment of the invention, the laminates dis-
cussed above with respect to FIG. 7 are machined, etched
and the like (to form, for example, electrodes 16, FIG. 7A),
step 61, FIG. 8, then stacked (see FIGS. 7A-7K), step 61,
FIG. 8, and then bonded, step 62 using heat and pressure.
The vias are formed and plated thereafter, step 63 and any
surface ports are machined as needed, step 65. Then the
individual valves are singulated, step 68. Any desired
mechanical features can be added and/or formed at step 65.

Although specific features of the invention are shown in
some drawings and not in others, however, this is for
convenience only as each feature may be combined with any
or all of the other features in accordance with the invention.
The words “including”, “comprising”, “having”, and “with”
as used herein are to be interpreted broadly and comprehen-
sively and are not limited to any physical interconnection.
Moreover, any embodiments disclosed in the subject appli-
cation are not to be taken as the only possible embodiments.

In addition, any amendment presented during the pros-
ecution of the patent application for this patent is not a
disclaimer of any claim element presented in the application
as filed: those skilled in the art cannot reasonably be
expected to draft a claim that would literally encompass all
possible equivalents, many equivalents will be unforesee-
able at the time of the amendment and are beyond a fair
interpretation of what is to be surrendered (if anything), the
rationale underlying the amendment may bear no more than
a tangential relation to many equivalents, and/or there are
many other reasons the applicant can not be expected to
describe certain insubstantial substitutes for any claim ele-
ment amended.

Other embodiments will occur to those skilled in the art
and are within the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve

comprising:

a layup of vertically spaced, bonded, epoxy printed circuit
board laminates defining a flow channels therebetween,
wherein the flow channel extends from one edge of the
printed circuit board laminates to another edge of the
printed circuit board laminates and the flow channel
changes direction vertically within the electrorheologi-
cal fluid valve to cross at least one layer of printed
circuit board laminates;

a first electrode formed on the bottom side of the topmost
printed circuit board laminate;
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a second electrode formed on the bottom side of the
printed circuit board laminate that is located nearest
above the flow channel in the region of the flow channel
that is vertically lowest

a third electrode formed on the top side of the bottommost
printed circuit board laminate;

a fourth electrode formed on the top side of the printed
circuit board laminate that is located nearest below the
flow channel in the region of the flow channel that is
vertically highest,

wherein the first electrode, the second electrode, the third
electrode, and the fourth electrode are configured to
control the flow of electrorheological fluid in the flow
channel by applying voltages thereto; and

a threaded port fluidly connected to the flow channel with
a threaded nozzle fitted thereto, wherein the threaded
port runs from the top side of the topmost printed
circuit board laminate vertically downward through the
second electrode.

2. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of claim 1, further comprising one or more surface pads on
one or more of the printed circuit board laminates, each
surface pad being selectively, electrically connected to at
least one of the first electrode, second electrode, third
electrode, or fourth electrode through vias.

3. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of claim 1 further comprising one or more printed circuit
board laminates with one or more electronic components,
wherein the one or more electronic components are elec-
tronic circuit control chips that are physically secured to the
one or more printed circuit board laminates.

4. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of claim 1 in which multiple electrodes are formed on one
or more individual printed circuit board laminates.

5. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of claim 1 in which multiple, individually addressable
electrodes are formed on one or more individual printed
circuit board laminates.

6. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of'claim 1 further comprising one or more anchoring devices
configured to snap the printed circuit board electrorheologi-
cal fluid valve onto other components.

7. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of claim 1 further comprising a port in a face of the printed
circuit board electrorheological fluid valve or one or more
edge ports fluidly connected to the flow channel.

8. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of claim 1 in which the flow channel changes direction
laterally within the printed circuit board electrorheological
fluid valve.

9. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve
of claim 1 in which there is a plurality of internal printed
circuit board laminates spaced between the topmost printed
circuit board laminate and the bottommost printed circuit
board laminate.

10. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid
valve of claim 1 in which there are spacer layer printed
circuit board laminates between the topmost printed circuit
board laminate and the bottommost printed circuit board
laminate.

11. The printed circuit board electrorheological fluid
valve of claim 1 further comprising heat fins configured to
remove heat from the flow channel.

12. A method of manufacturing a printed circuit board
electrorheological fluid valve comprising:

assembling a layup including a plurality of vertically
spaced, bonded, epoxy printed circuit board laminates
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defining a first electrode, a second electrode, a third
electrode, and a fourth electrode and a flow channel, the
flow channel extending from one edge of the printed
circuit board laminates to another edge of the printed
circuit board laminates,

wherein the flow channel changes direction vertically

within the electrorheological fluid valve to cross at least
one layer of printed circuit board laminates,

wherein the first electrode is formed on the bottom side of

the topmost printed circuit board laminate, the second
electrode is formed on the bottom side of the printed
circuit board laminate that is located nearest above the
flow channel in the region of the flow channel that is
vertically lowest, the third electrode is formed on the
top side of the bottommost printed circuit board lami-
nate, and the fourth electrode is formed on the top side
of the printed circuit board laminate that is located
nearest below the flow channel in the region of the flow
channel that is vertically highest,

and wherein the first electrode, the second electrode, the

third electrode, and the fourth electrode are configured
to control flow of electrorheological fluid in the flow
channel by applying voltages thereto;

consolidating the layup using heat and pressure to bond

the printed circuit board laminates and the electrodes
together;
drilling, for each individual printed circuit board elec-
trorheological fluid valve, a threaded port that is fluidly
connected to the flow channel and runs from the top
side of the topmost printed circuit board laminate
vertically downward through the second electrode;

fitting, for each individual printed circuit board elec-
trorheological fluid valve, a threaded nozzle to the
threaded port; and

singulating individual printed circuit board electrorheo-

logical fluid valves from the consolidated layup.

13. The method of claim 12 further comprising:

forming vias connected to the electrodes.

14. The method of claim 12 further comprising:

machining the consolidated layup to form one or more

edge ports fluidly connected to the flow channel.

15. The method of claim 12 in which singulating com-
prises exposing the flow channel.

16. The method of claim 12 wherein the flow channel
changes direction laterally.

17. The method of claim 12 wherein one or more of the
printed circuit board laminates comprise one or more elec-
tronic components, and wherein the one or more electronic
components are electronic circuit control chips that are
physically secured to the one or more printed circuit board
laminates.

18. A method comprising:

bonding vertically a layup of printed circuit board lami-

nates to form an electrorheological fluid valve with a
flow channel therein that extends from one edge of the
printed circuit board laminates to another edge of the
printed circuit board laminates, wherein the flow chan-
nel changes direction vertically within the electrorheo-
logical fluid valve to cross at least one layer of printed
circuit board laminates,

wherein the electrorheological fluid valve comprises:
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a first electrode formed on the bottom side of the topmost
printed circuit board laminate;

a second electrode formed on the bottom side of the
printed circuit board laminate that is located nearest
above the flow channel in the region of the flow channel
that is vertically lowest;

a third electrode formed on the top side of the bottommost
printed circuit board laminate; and

a fourth electrode formed on the top side of the printed
circuit board laminate that is located nearest below the
flow channel in the region of the flow channel that is
vertically highest;

drilling a threaded port fluidly connected to the flow
channel that runs from the top side of the topmost
printed circuit board laminate vertically downward
through the second electrode;

fitting a threaded nozzle to the threaded port;

forming surface pads;

electrically connecting the surface pads to select elec-
trodes; and adding one or more mechanical features on
the printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve,
wherein the one or more mechanical features comprise
one or more anchoring devices configured to snap the
printed circuit board electrorheological fluid valve onto
other components, and wherein the mechanical features
are configured to connect fluid ports for kinematically
locating the printed circuit board electrorheological
fluid valve.

19. The method of claim 18 in which bonding the printed

circuit board laminates comprises:

assembling a layup including a plurality of spaced,
bonded, epoxy printed circuit board laminates defining
the first electrode, the second electrode, the third elec-
trode, and the fourth electrode and the flow channel;
and

consolidating the layup using heat and pressure to bond
the printed circuit board laminates together.

20. The method of claim 19 wherein the layup defines the

flow channel so the flow channel changes direction laterally.

21. The method of claim 18 in which electrically con-
necting the surface pads to select electrodes comprises
forming vias interconnecting select surface pads and select
electrodes.

22. The method of claim 18 further comprising:

adding one or more electronic components to one or more
printed circuit board laminates, wherein the one or
more electronic components are electronic circuit con-
trol chips that are physically secured to the one or more
printed circuit board laminates.

23. The method of claim 18 in which bonding one or more
printed circuit board laminates comprises bonding one or
more individual printed circuit board laminates with mul-
tiple electrodes thereon.

24. The method of claim 18 further comprising:

forming an edge port in the printed circuit board elec-
trorheological fluid valve, wherein the edge port is
fluidly connected to the flow channel.

25. The method of claim 18 further comprising:

forming heat fins configured to remove heat from the flow
channel.
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